Campaigning 2.0: New Rules of Engagement, New Opportunities
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The American political landscape was dramatically altered in 2004 by the emergence of the progressive “netroots” and breakthroughs in online organizing and fundraising. The candidates and organizations at the forefront of this revolution saw explosive growth—raising hundreds of millions of dollars in small donations, mobilizing hundreds of thousands of volunteers, and contacting tens of millions of voters. 

An entire field of practice has grown up around that success: new consultants, new campaign job titles, new networks, and new tools (lots of new tools!). With so many options, many of which feel unfamiliar and risky, not to mention expensive, how can political campaigns decide where to invest their resources? 
And who can be trusted to make these critical decisions in a field that’s so young? Best practices are still being established. “Experts” have only a few years experience. And consultants have their own set of motivations, which do not necessarily map perfectly to the campaigns’. 
The answer lies in understanding the steady trends and underlying principles driving these new developments and rapid changes in technology and communications. The fundamental trend underlying campaigns’ explosive growth online is not unique to politics. The advent of the Internet marked the beginning of a shift in the dominant mode of human communication from one-to-many (broadcast) to many-to-many (participatory). 
In the communication era that’s now coming to a close, commonly referred to as “the broadcast era”, most people got their information from a handful of sources—television networks and major newspapers. In the dawning era, individuals who were formerly only consumers of content are becoming generators of content. 
This is not a trend limited to online communications, though the Internet has been an enabling force. We are experiencing a deep cultural shift that’s affecting human communication and institutions at every level. Wired magazine this month features an article, “The See-Through CEO”, which states:

“The very process of developing ideas, products, and messages is changing—from musing about it in a room with your top people to throwing it out on the Web and asking the global smartmob for a little help. That’s how this article was written: I’ve been blogging about it since I started, and some of the reader input I received is reproduced on these pages.”

Consider a few striking examples of that cultural shift in action:

· Newspapers are being eclipsed in popularity by blogs, where thousands instead of dozens or hundreds of people contribute content.  In response, they are adapting. USA Today has just launched a social networking website with reader comments featured front-and-center. AP and NYT.com both began soliciting user-generated content in the past few months (including video and citizen journalism), while newsroom staffs have been steadily shrinking since 2000.
· The line between television and Internet is blurring, with TV content becoming ever more on-demand and customized. Even the most old-school shows, prime time broadcast TV, are integrating “user-generated content” in the form of text message voting, online companion content/components, and “reality” shows.
· Companies with strong e-commerce continually invent new ways to allow customers to reveal their preferences publicly and pre-production. Amazon tells customers what “others like you bought”, Target lets them create custom clothing online (“Target To a T”), and Dell’s new IdeaStorm lets customers track their ideas from suggestion through product-line selection.
· Even traditionally buttoned down industries are choosing “radical transparency”. JetBlue’s CEO apologized on YouTube to customers after they cancelled 1,100 flights.  Microsoft “now posts uncensored internal videos—and encourages its engineers to blog freely about their projects.” (Wired, April 2007)

· “Open-space” meetings, where participants choose the topics and lead the sessions, are exploding in popularity. Unlike traditional conferences, there is no line between “presenter” and “attendee”. (Look for open-space elements at the Take Back America and YearlyKos in 2007.)
· The inspiration for open-space meetings was the open-source software movement. Though opinions vary on the viability of most open-source software, the movement has at a minimum pushed proprietary software to become more integration-friendly. The trend in development is away from “do it all” stand-alone software, and towards web-based applications that integrate with other companies’ products—towards a smoother flow of data between tools, the people that use them, and the companies that make them. 
Not surprisingly, the place where the trend towards participatory culture began is where it can be seen most clearly—online. Though online communication has always been more participatory than traditional broadcast media (anyone can create a website inexpensively), the first generation of websites were mini-broadcast channels. They offered static content generated by “experts” for “visitors” who would consume it. 
Between 2000 and 2004, the majority of websites evolved to be “interactive”. That is, they collected some data from visitors (via forms and reporting) to offer a more customized experience (“Welcome back, Roz! Last time you bought beige slacks… Here are some more beige slacks.”). 

In recent years, we’ve moved into an era where user-generated content dominates: Web 2.0. Building a high-quality, high-traffic website now typically means investing very little in original content and a lot in creating a robust framework that allows many people to contribute fruitfully to the conversation. Sites in this model include Flickr.com, YouTube.com, Facebook.com, MySpace.com, Twitter.com, and thousands of others. There’s also a new generation of online software built specifically for collaboration and information sharing, such as Blogger (which powers thousands of blogs), Google Apps (calendar, mail, docs), MediaWiki, and Basecamp.
Not only are the tools evolving to make sense of unprecedented volumes of input from diverse sources, so are people. According to Pew Internet, as early as 2005 “some 57% of online teens” had created content for the Internet. Today, that number is much higher. Young people who have grown up posting their original content (from status updates, to opinions, to creative output, to synthesized information) have an entirely different relationship to “published” work than previous generations. They know first-hand that not everything they read is The Truth. 
In the absence of “authoritative sources”, how do people today know what information to trust? The two primary filters through which the information-overloaded separate signal from noise are (1) trusted sources, and (2) the “wisdom of crowds”. Our baseline trusted sources are people we know in the real world: friends, family, colleagues. Strangers can become trusted sources online as they do in person—either via the endorsement of a trusted source or the verification of their identity and statements by multiple independent sources.
In a communications era where the only thing that stands between you and endless misinformation is trust, trust naturally becomes highly valued and jealously guarded. Any real or perceived infringement on a supporter’s trust is a serious offense, and may effectively end communication with that person. 

How does all this apply to politics? In particular, how does it apply to strategic choices around resource allocation by political campaigns?
Applied to the sphere of politics, participatory (Web 2.0) culture is democracy at work—which is why the results are so spectacular when 2.0 tools are leveraged in service of candidates. Like Web 2.0, democracy is robust because it is light on static content. It is a framework that allows many people—none of whom have perfect information or perfect wisdom—to yield best-case outcomes by acting each in their own best interest, with checks in place (albeit imperfect) to avoid gaming of the system by a privileged minority. Wikipedia generally yields better results than Encyclopedia Britannica for the same reasons democracy reliably yields better results than aristocracy. 
Broadcast media, by contrast, is all about content. When a handful of outlets control the vast majority of information consumed about a race, the candidate with the financial resources to dominate the airwaves, controls the message. 
In March 2003, the dominance of broadcast media was unchallenged in electoral politics—and Howard Dean did not appear to have the resources to run a credible presidential campaign. By May 2003, Dean was a contender. What happened in between? Web 2.0 and its participatory culture showed up on the front door of presidential politics.
Months before, MoveOn.org and progressive bloggers had begun using the Web to organize against the Iraq war. MoveOn had successfully experimented with using their email list and website to coordinate massive distributed offline actions (legislative visits and protests). They also demonstrated that it was possible to raise enough money in small donations online to challenge the purchase-power of even the Bush administration (purchasing airtime for the “Daisy” ad in 1/03). Blogs emerged as a vital new independent news source, as mainstream media stifled criticism of the administration in the lead-up to war. 

As the most credible (though still long-shot) anti-war candidate, Dean found himself that spring with an engaged, informed, empowered base. It came to the campaign’s attention in April 2003 that hundreds of Dean supporters were organizing themselves through MeetUp.com.

The Campaign, which could not compete on the playing field of broadcast media, chose to invest scarce resources in empowering their grassroots leaders to act and speak on behalf of the campaign. The campaign hired dedicated staff to search (literally: MeetUp, Yahoo, blogs) outside the campaign for energy and innovation, then invite those supporters inside and adopt their tools into the campaign. 
This outside-in approach turned traditional political messaging on its head. But it meshed perfectly with the broader cultural trend towards Web 2.0. Their decision—to give up message control in exchange for message distribution—was historic. 
Though the Dean Campaign flamed out spectacularly in Iowa, the phenomenal success of Dean and MoveOn early in the 2004 cycle could not be ignored by the political world. Candidates and consultants on both the Right and the Left immediately integrated lessons-learned into their campaigns. They adopted a more casual and personal tone in email, asked frequently for small donations for specific purposes, created a consistent narrative for supporters, and invested in tools that allowed tens of thousands of supporters to volunteer both on and offline. The result? Hundreds of millions of dollars raised and tens of thousands of volunteers mobilized online in the 2004 cycle. 
Yet, in the years since, progressive campaigns (and even more starkly, large progressive organizations) have been remarkably conservative in implementing Web 2.0 technologies to engage supporters. Most of the innovation since has occurred outside campaigns themselves. 

During 2005-2007, progressive infrastructure experienced a growth spurt around the participatory (2.0) model of organizing. Democracy in Action, Blue State Digital, Echoditto, ActBlue, Party2Win are all service providers born directly out of the 2004 cycle. Dozens of new organizations (including NOI) and networks were established to meet needs identified during post-2004 analysis. The data services offered by Catalist, VAN, and Polimetrix (provision, management, and analysis) and others were dramatically scaled up and refined for the 2006 cycle.

Inside campaigns, the 2006 cycle saw the addition of staff bloggers and online outreach coordinators on a handful of national campaigns, a few scattered MySpace pages, more sophisticated use of online tools to engage volunteers in field work (esp. phone GOTV efforts), and the limited use of video to deliver more targeted messages on-demand. No innovation by campaigns in 2006 came close to rivaling the game-changing transformations of 2004.
If opening up the campaign to allow more supporters to actively contribute (a) exponentially increases fundraising and volunteer power, and (b) is the direction that culture is moving anyway—then why have candidates been so reticent to integrate participatory technologies? The answer is that integrating the technology into campaigns and organizations is not the challenge, integrating the radical shift in values that the new methods of organizing carry is. 

The broadcast era of communication has dominated for decades; the participatory era is just dawning. Campaign staff, with limited time and resources to reach voters, are experienced in well-tested and well-established methods of broadcast communications. There are still relatively few experienced online organizers and comparatively little data about participatory communications methodologies. Worse yet, what works for one is nearly the opposite of what works for the other.
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From the historical perspective, this transition to participatory communication may appear risky, expensive, and unproven. 
And it’s true—supporters extract a high price from campaigns and candidates in exchange for the increasing demands on their time and energy. In exchange for volunteer hours (even a few), supporters expect access to quality organizing resources, transparency about campaign strategy, and personalized communication. In exchange for donations (even small ones), they expect the campaign to report back on the impact of their dollars and for the narrative to align with other trusted news sources. In exchange for their endorsement, they expect a real, believable, personable interaction with the candidate and the campaign (casual language in email, a relaxed manner on television, and a general sense that they’re hearing from the “real” candidate not his or her handlers). 
In exchange for echoing the message of the candidate to their personal networks, today’s “influentials” expect the campaign to be connected to their world outside the campaign. This means actively engaging with current and would-be supporters on social networking sites, content-sharing sites, and blogs, as well as in the real world (in addition to traditional campaigning, e.g.  conference calls and web meetings, showing up at independently organized offline events).
Many-to-many communication is inherently complex, labor-intensive, and there’s risk involved. But the cost is too high not to act. Just as CEOs are having to transform their relationship with customers or risk becoming relics of another age, candidates have to transform their relationship with supporters. If you don’t, your opponent will. And she will reap the benefits of an engaged base that’s empowered to grow beyond what the campaign can control.
The tools and technology change too quickly to make a list of “winning technologies” worthwhile (esp. since innovation carries value in this space). However, there are some guiding principles which can help campaigns make good decisions when transitioning into this new era of communications and organizing:
1. Test and experiment. Test your messages; test your tactics; test your tools. Get both qualitative and quantitative feedback on each variation in your messaging, tactics, etc. 

2. Learn from others. Document what works and what doesn’t. Share with allies, build networks. Peer-learning is critical in this fast-moving field. Look outside politics for models of success.

3. Staff to reflect your values. Hire staff who have had measurable success implementing Web 2.0 strategies elsewhere. Hire staff to do online outreach (e.g. to bloggers on social networks).

4. Create appropriate content for each medium, distribution channel, and audience (don’t blast a standard message across web, email, video sites, blogs, TV, ads, etc.).

5. Validate your supporters. Look at what your natural supporters are already doing on and offline. Reinforce it by publicly acknowledging their work (repost a great video on the campaign website). Or integrate the tools they’re already using into the campaign strategy and put resources behind it. Ask them what they want you to do, do it, and then tell them you did it. Ask them to contribute content (stories, video, photos) and actually use it (on the site, in email, with press). Offer public credit for contributions to the campaign (e.g. a donation-meter) and letter of thanks that explains the impact that contribution had.
6. Remember basic organizing principles. Speak to people about the issues they care about. Walk supporters up a ladder of engagement. Build in systems to develop trust in supporters, and give them increasing responsibility and acknowledgement. 
7. Practice radical transparency. Trust is paramount in this new communications era. Any sense that you’re sweeping imperfections under the rug is far more damaging today than the imperfections themselves. Be personable, be accessible, and respond to criticism in stride. In this era of total-information-awareness, everyone will have flaws and mistakes exposed. What will separate the leaders from the pack is their ability to respond in a timely, impactful, and authentic way.
Using those basic principles to guide resource allocation inside campaigns and organizations will help ensure the smart selection of new tools and tactics—even as those specific tools and tactics change. There are also a whole range of new resources to tap for training and advice, including the New Organizing Institute. 
Check out www.neworganizing.com to learn more.

My work on the Dean campaign was about the triumph of citizens, about how if everyone participated we could be more powerful than a few large, wealthy interests.


--Nicco Mele�Webmaster, �Dean 2004
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